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After that first beating all that happened seemed to be
incidents in an oppressive dream. Twenty miles they were
driven through village after village, greeted at each by
crowds of tormentors. The old men, women and elder
children beat them, spat in their blood-stained and swollen
faces, threw stones and clods of hard earth, cast dust and
ashes into their eyes. The women were especially brutal,
resorting to the most cruel and ingenious tortures. Towards
the end the twenty-five men were almost unrecognisable as
human beings, so monstrously disfigured were their bodies
and faces, so covered were they with caking blue-black blood
mingled with mud.
At first each of the twenty-five sought to get as far as
possible from their escort, so as to avoid the blows. Each
tried to push into the middle, and in consequence they
huddled into a solid mass of bodies. But the cossacks con-
tinually separated them and compelled them to march in
;siiiore open order. They lost all hope of the least protection
" from the beatings, and struggled along in a disorderly mob,
having only the one tormenting desire : to force themselves
on, and not to fall. For if they had fallen they could not
have risen again. At first each had covered his face with
his hands, had impotently raised his palms to his eyes when
the iron prongs of the forks or the blunt ends of the pikes
had appeared before him. But at the last they were possessed
by complete indifference to everything. At first they had
raised prayers for mercy, mingled with groans and curses
and a desperate, animal roar born of unbearable pain.
But by mid-day they went silently. Only one of them, a
Yelanska man, the youngest of them all, a wag and the
regiment favourite, groaned whenever a blow fell on his
head. He shambled along with all his body quivering as
though in a fever, dragging a leg smashed by a pole. *
At one village one of the prisoners could bear no more.
He cried out in a dreary, childish voice, tore open the collar
of his shirt, and showed the cossacks a little tarnished cross
hanging from a string around his neck.
" Comrades, I only joined the Party% recently. . . . Have
^ercy !  I believe in God.  I've got two little children  . . .
Have pity !  You've got children too/'
" What comrades are we of yours ? Hold your tongue ! "
j^ hook-nosed old man told him. " So you've come to your